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1. Introduction 

The replacement of the Alaskan Way Viaduct presents a once in a lifetime opportunity 
to rethink Seattle’s central waterfront. The waterfront planning process began in 2003 
with public forums and discussion groups that gave residents, businesses and others an 
opportunity to learn about issues surrounding the waterfront and offer suggestions of 
how we might improve it. In February of 2004, over 300 designers, planners, students, 
community advocates and others participated in an intensive Visioning Charrette. The 
design concepts prepared by these 22 teams envisioned major uses, public spaces, and 
other key elements on the waterfront.  In July of 2005 the City unveiled The Seattle’s 
Central Waterfront Concept Plan, which made recommendations for Seattle’s 
waterfront. The Concept Plan represents the combined efforts of City’s departments 
and community’s  participation through charrettes, public forums and discussions. The 
purpose of concept plan is to create a planning and urban design framework that will 
guide the decision making for the future of the waterfront.   

 

2. Framework Principles for Waterfront Planning 

The framework principles, adopted by City Council resolution 30664, have guided the 
development of the draft Waterfront Concept Plan. The principles emerged from 
workshops at two public forums and discussions with stakeholders held at the beginning 
of the waterfront planning process in 2003. The following Principles reflect key values 
expressed by Seattleites over time about the central waterfront’s future.  They are not 
presented in order of priority.  However, one overarching principle emerges among the 
wide range of public input for this critical area —the need to balance and integrate the 
multiple and potentially competing purposes for this area. In its new form, the central 
waterfront will accommodate private land uses, many modes of transportation, 
improved habitat and active public spaces.  The success of the waterfront will depend 
on how well its multiple functions are balanced and integrated with each other. 

 
Balance and Integration.  As an overarching principle, strike a workable balance for 
integrating nature, human activities, economic development, and transportation to 
create a functional, ecologically sound, and beautiful waterfront.  Within this 
balance, each of the waterfront zones should have a distinct mix of land uses, 
recognizing that the Central Waterfront is not a single neighborhood or district, but 
has, and will continue to have, distinct zones, each with its own character and 
function.  Integrate important upland neighborhoods like the Pike Place Market with 
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the waterfront while ensuring that waterfront activities complement rather than 
detract from the vitality of these areas. 

Access and Connection.  Make public use and access a primary objective for 
redeveloping the Central Waterfront.  Increase physical and visual access to the 
shoreline and link the waterfront with inland areas so that each area reinforces the 
other and contributes to a cohesive Downtown.  Extend the reach of the waterfront, 
in terms of visual access and physical connections, as far inland as possible.  
Maintain water views from downtown streets and public spaces, and provide public 
view corridors to strengthen visual access.  Weave the waterfront and upland areas 
together through an intricate network of connections that provide a variety of 
quality experiences for pedestrians.  Improve pedestrian connections—especially 
east-west connections—between the waterfront and the rest of the Center City. 

Authenticity and Identity.  Keep the waterfront real by accommodating functions 
that serve regional and local community needs and by maintaining connections with 
the area’s past.  Promote the preservation of existing historic resources and new 
development that reinforces the uniqueness of place, reveals the dynamic nature of 
the shoreline, and reflects the spirit of the people of Seattle and the Puget Sound 
region.  Honor and build upon the area’s cultural and historic development pattern 
to provide a sense of continuity with the past, as well as link to the future.  
Recognize the historic resources in the waterfront area as an important component 
of the area’s development pattern. 

Destination and Movement.  Improve the waterfront’s accessibility as a destination 
for people while acknowledging its critical role as a transportation corridor to and 
through Downtown.  Ensure that the multiple modes of transportation serving the 
waterfront are well integrated with each other and with the larger downtown and 
regional transportation network.  Design transportation systems that implement the 
goals of Seattle’s Comprehensive Plan. 

Diversity and Flexibility.  Plan for the waterfront’s future in a manner that 
recognizes the area’s dynamic nature and the need to respond to conditions likely to 
change over time.  Make the waterfront an exciting urban neighborhood and 
regional destination that accommodates multiple functions, including recreation and 
public gathering, working waterfront activity, a place for people to live and work, 
and habitat conservation.  Make the waterfront available to all people: residents, 
tourists, families and workers of all ages, incomes, social groups and physical 
abilities, and create public places for bringing people together. 

Economic Development.  Promote a healthy economy and attract investment to the 
Puget Sound region by developing the area as a modern, urban, working waterfront 
and a major recreational and cultural amenity that serves as a symbol of the region’s 
vitality and livability.  Recognize the economic benefits derived from tourism and 
continue to support tourist activities that enliven the area, support waterborne 
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passenger travel as a working waterfront use, and provide amenities also enjoyed by 
the local population. 

Environmental Sustainability.  Develop the waterfront as a model of environmental 
sustainability through redevelopment and public improvements that enhance 
marine habitat and migration, improve water and air quality, and reduce noise.  
Pursue “salmon-friendly” practices and improvements to enhance migratory fish 
routes and feeding areas. 

 

3. Preliminary Recommendations 

 

3A. Overall 

o Acknowledge the temporal theme that flows from the Past (south end), Present 
(central), to the Future (north end). 

o Develop a visual sequence of icons and public spaces along the length of the 
waterfront including vent towers, public art projects, viaduct ruins and existing 
vertical landmarks. 

o Improve access to viewpoints at ends of piers. 

o Create opportunities for panoramic views of water. 

o Cultural resources – Develop a strategy for acknowledging and respecting tribal 
fishing rights, historic tribal settlements in waterfront area. Provide space for 
cultural and educational activities related to tribal culture and history. 

 
3B. Public Space 

o Create public spaces with activated edges.  

o Integrate shoreline habitat with public space along the seawall. 
 

3C. Habitat/Ecology/Sustainable Design 
o Seize the replacement of the Viaduct as an opportunity to rethink how people 

interact with the marine environment and develop a clear strategy for near 
water habitat along the entire waterfront. Use sustainable building practices and 
innovative storm water treatment to celebrate a “green” approach to linking 
land and water. 

o Enhance habitat in shallow shoreline areas and integrate habitat into the seawall 
design. When possible, separate piers from the seawall to enhance movement of 
aquatic habitat along the shoreline.  

o Integrate additional Combined Sewer Overflow (CSO) facilities and other system 
improvements with overall waterfront urban design including shoreline habitat 
and public spaces. 
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o Utilize stormwater and runoff recycling technologies on waterfront streets to 
minimize flow of runoff into combined sewer system. Use Vine Street and other 
similar projects as models for designing stormwater and runoff recycling 
systems. 

 
3D. Development 

o Incorporate green design in the redevelopment of the waterfront. 

o Maintain Terminal 46 as a container facility while recognizing its potential as a 
long-term development opportunity. 

o Retain Fire Station No. 5 in its present location. Look into possibility of improving 
public space fronting the station and integrate the facility with potential future 
redevelopment of Colman Dock. 

 
3E. Connections: Transportation/Circulation 

o Reinforce overall east/west connections between the waterfront and the Center 
City uplands for both pedestrians and vehicles. Connect Union and Seneca rights 
of way to the waterfront via staircases or extension of the streets. 

o Manage the flow of traffic on the Alaskan Way surface street to make it 
comfortable for pedestrian use while accommodating freight and other vehicle 
movement through the corridor. The Alaskan Way surface street shall be 
accessible to oversized vehicles and those transporting flammable cargo. 

o Design waterfront connections to be part of the larger Center City Public Realm 
Framework of human-scaled connections, special character streets and civic 
destinations. 

o Transit system 

 Function of transit on the waterfront. Multiple modes of transit.  

 Develop east/west connections to improve pedestrian movement 
between Center City transit facilities, the Colman Dock transit hub 
and other waterfront destinations.  

 Provide streetcar service near the waterfront to replace the 
waterfront streetcar and integrate it with the overall transit system.   

o Parking 

 Eliminate or minimize short and long-term parking on piers and over 
water. Emphasize parking facilities be located east of Alaskan Way or 
at remote locations connected to the waterfront by transit. 

 Replace short-term, on-street parking spaces under the viaduct with 
off-street parking structures integrated with mixed use development. 
Locations to be determined east of Alaskan Way. 

 



5 

 

3F. North Waterfront 

o Improve Alaskan Way surface street to complement entry and edges of the 
Olympic Sculpture Park. 

o Consider alternative ways to activate the eastern side of Alaskan Way along the 
railroad right of way. 

o Further enhance habitat along the Olympic Sculpture Park shoreline. 

 

3G. Central Waterfront 

Central Waterfront Civic Place. The replacement of the viaduct should offer the 
opportunity to create new land without interfering with existing uses. Reclamation 
of available areas under the existing viaduct structure, the redistribution of the 
over-water coverage of Piers 62/63, the Central Waterfront Park, the Aquarium 
Redevelopment / Waterfront Landing Plan and the triangle of land between them 
form a series of potential new open spaces, as well as, offer a direct link between 
the waterfront, Victor Steinbreuck Park and Pike Place Market. A grand civic space 
could be born in this location consistent with the following guidelines: 
o Create a physical and visual connection between the Pike Place Market and / 

Victor Steinbrueck Park to and the Seattle Aquarium / central waterfront.  
o The preferred alternative should be able to provide for design flexibility in 

any or all open spaces.  

o Create a Central Waterfront civic space by integrating the renovation of Piers 
62/63 with the development of Alaskan Way and the aquarium expansion.  
Design the civic space to include a mix of uses including retail space, public 
space, performance space and more. 

o A series of new, interconnected public spaces should be created by utilizing 
the reclaimed land that will result from reconfiguring Piers 62/63.  

o Create a seamless, accessible pedestrian experience along the waterfront 
with direct routes between the market, CBD and Pioneer Square and the 
waterfront, as well as, opportunities for meandering. 

o Maximize the development of the PC-1 site and orient it toward the water 
and market. Maintain access to all properties along Alaskan Way wherever 
possible, including the existing garage shared by the Pike Place Market and 
the Aquarium. 

o Consider creating physical connections on the north area to connect 
Belltown to the waterfront. 

Alaskan Way Surface Street (central). The central section of Alaskan Way will create 
significant new public space opportunities for and provide clear, predictable traffic 
movements connecting to the downtown street grid and providing through capacity. 
The creation of a pedestrian space/promenade should be on the western, water side 
of the new surface street. Any connections north or south should integrate a 
different speed and scaled solution. Details include the following: 
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o The new surface street should be 4 traffic lanes wide and could include 

transit lanes depending on the proposed overall city system. There should be 
dedicated “fast pace” bicycle lanes and on-street parking where appropriate 
and include a slow movement bike element on the promenade  

o The public space/promenade should be placed on the western, water side of 
the street, a minimum width of 70 feet with a clearly defined walkway and 
room for a variety of public activities. 

o The east side of the street should include a 12 to 25 foot sidewalk to 
encourage the reorientation of existing buildings along Alaskan Way toward 
the waterfront and accommodate sidewalk cafes and other active public 
uses. 

Habitat. 

o Enhance habitat in the shallow area near the aquarium. Create habitat that 
complements the aquarium’s exhibit program. 

o Complement the City’s efforts in regard to the Shoreline Master Program. 

 

3H. Colman Dock/South Waterfront 

Colman Dock. The following recommendations are intended to guide the future 
redevelopment of WSF’s Colman Dock Ferry Terminal and it’s relation to the 
waterfront public realm.” 

o The new Colman Dock should recognize its essential role as a multimodal 
transportation hub as well as its potential as an iconic presence on the 
waterfront.  

o Provide space for programmed cultural and historical activities and exhibits 
in the Terminal building. 

o Provide opportunities for panoramic views of the water alongside the 
terminal building. 

o Provide public space as part of the entry to the terminal from Alaskan Way. 
The space should be level with the sidewalk and be an integral part of the 
waterfront public realm. 

o Include an iconic vertical element as part of the building design. This element 
should be visible along the Yesler Way, Columbia Street and Railroad Avenue 
view corridors as well as from other viewpoints. 

o Consider a pedestrian overpasses to facilitate the connection to First Avenue 
and as integral part of the City’s system.  

o Consider options to integrate regained land for development in the areas 
where the removal of the viaduct offers an opportunity. (Pioneer Square and 
Terminal 46). 
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Pier 48: Shoreline Habitat and Upland Public Space. 

o Recognize the redevelopment of the Pier 48 area as an important element in 
the south waterfront, either as part of the ferry terminal redevelopment or 
as an integral part of the South Waterfront. Redevelop of the Pier 48 uplands 
could be as a combination of public space, historic relevance and 
commercial/retail space. 

o Create a beach, cove and enhanced habitat in the shallows of the Pier 48 
shoreline. Reconfigure Pier 48 to create opportunities for habitat restoration, 
enhanced connections to Pioneer Square and a new public space with direct 
access to the water’s edge. 

 

Alaskan Way Surface Street (south). 

o Recognize the importance of the intersection between Yesler, Western and 
Alaskan Way (the “knuckle”) to facilitate pedestrian movement and provide 
uninterrupted views of Elliott Bay. Redesign as part of the overall system and 
as an opportunity for a focal point. 

o The new design of Colman Dock should reinforce the primacy of the north-
south waterfront promenade and maintain views along Alaskan Way. Two 
slender pedestrian bridges over Alaskan Way are preferred over one large 
bridge. 

o Identify opportunities where structures could be or should be removed. 
Reconnect the street grid and increase opportunities for development in 
cases like: Battery Street Tunnel, Elliott and Western, Seneca Street ramp, 
WOSCA site or Railroad Way between Alaskan Way and Occidental Street.  

 

3I. Implementation 

We should be committed to implement these principles for the central waterfront.  The 
following implementation mechanisms should inform the planning process and ensure 
that the principles and recommendations for the waterfront are realistic: 

 

Be Strategic. Develop an Integral Waterfront Public Realm Plan as a framework for an 
ever changing and adaptive Vision, one that includes the rights of way and open spaces; 
develop guidelines for private development and integrates diverse means of 
transportation.   

 

Phase implementation of the plan and set priorities. Include a phasing plan that sets 
priorities for implementing public improvements on the waterfront.  Develop a plan for 
public access and education during construction.  Be willing to test out innovative 
concepts in the development of the waterfront, such as in the design of the seawall.  
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Create a framework for change, not a Master Plan. Fix the location and design of major 
public spaces, and allow change to occur around these spaces according to guidelines 
established in the plan.  Include regulatory incentives in the planning process and revise 
the plan accordingly and periodically.   

 

Continue to seek public involvement in preparing the Framework Plan. Develop a 
public involvement plan for the next phase of the process, and innovative ways to 
involve the public efficiently and meaningfully. 

 

Oversight/Coordinating Agency. Develop a strategic plan for a series of 
oversight/coordinating agencies to manage the redevelopment of the waterfront in 
different phases of the project. These could range from a quasi-public redevelopment 
agency for financing and construction management to a non-profit organization for 
programming and maintenance. Functions of oversight/coordinating agencies may 
include the following: 

o Fundraising for planning and construction of waterfront projects (e.g. 
bonding authority) 

o Assembling land for redevelopment 
o Planning and designing new public open space and right of way 

improvements. 
o Ensuring projects planned and built by jurisdictions other than the City of 

Seattle are well integrated into the central waterfront (permitting authority). 
o Coordinating various construction schedules. 
o Maintaining new and existing open spaces. 

 

Policy and Regulatory. Propose policy and regulatory changes that support the City’s 
land use and urban design goals for the waterfront: 

o Adjust regulations, if needed, to allow retrofitting of building entries and 
facades along the east edge of Alaskan Way. 

o Recommend policy and regulatory changes that will enable ecologically 
compatible pier redevelopment. 

o Recommend policy and regulatory changes that will enable the integration of 
green building and infrastructure with redevelopment of the waterfront. 

o Recommend changes to shoreline regulations to fit with Shoreline Master 
Program. 

o If needed, adjust Comprehensive Plan boundary between the Downtown 
Urban Center and the Duwamish Manufacturing and Industrial Center to 
reflect current and future land uses.  
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